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Figure 1 The Braun and Tin Can radio offer two different aesthetics, grounded on diverse aesthetical logic

The aim of this Conversation is to inquire taken-for-granted foundations for design
aesthetics, often informed by semantics and the social order established around the
privileged designer. Hence, the Conversation is set up to disrupt former social orders
and support a shared Conversation about the nature of questions we need to ask in
order to respond to the shift in design aesthetics. The session is structured around
group work, with each group’s discussion revolving around a given disruption:
capitalism, the anthropocene, and technocentrism. Key to the Conversation will be
conversation-triggers in form of media and creation of ‘narratives’ that represent
what kind of questions can be asked and what kind of answers we aim for. The
purpose is to inspire diverse discussions around ways we can push for the kinds of
aesthetics that align with democratic meaning-making, beyond the the idea of
universal modernist functionality.
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Context of the Conversation Topic

The aim of this Conversation is to inquire taken-for-granted foundations for design aesthetics, often
associated with usability, visual appearance as informed by semantics (cf. Bill, Maldonado, Monö).
Hence, we believe that when posing questions of usability, the answer (as in, the visual appearance)
will turn out to be influenced by certain aesthetic programs similar to semantics.
We consider this Conversation to be a starting point for a discussion, asking ourselves what kind of
answers we might get if we change the way we ask questions about aesthetics. For example, there is
a difference between asking questions about how something can visually appear for someone, and
questions such as who is included and who is not; in the way something is perceived. The purpose is
to discuss ways we can push for the kinds of aesthetics that align with democratic meaning-making,
rather than the idea of universal modernist functionality.
Although the field of design has embraced participation, equality, and democracy in a
methodological and topical sense, we believe that aesthetic considerations and responsibilities given
to the designers remain highly privileged. As such, designers can be considered to have the privilege
to create aesthetics in designs with a certain competence. For example, aesthetic programs such as
semantics narrow down the scope for aesthetic expression and inhibit involvement of others in a
designer’s practice. From the perspective of who is involved in the design process, design aesthetics,
despite being framed in different ways, basically continues to consider product use and users in a
particular way, emphasizing functionality and visual appeal rather than engaging with contemporary
matters and concerns for values in life. Hence, in this Conversation, we will focus on social orders
and the privilege to make judgments about aesthetics (Ranciérè, 2013) by asking what kind of
question might be raised, and what kind of answers we see reflected in contemporary design
practice.
Our intention is to shift away from more usual aesthetic questions such as: How to make this ‘object’
appear as usable for someone (indicating a certain use and intended user), toward a Conversation
that revolves around aesthetics as conditioned by the diverse worldviews that steer designing,
focusing on values such as democracy, diversity and ethics.

1.1 Conversation research question
This Conversation is a dialogue on aesthetics in terms of Ranciéré’s (2013) notion of “the distribution
of the sensible”, understood as that which can transform can be perceived, i.e. what is visible,
audible or thought. Consequently, the session aim to push for a “disruption” of social orders in
democratic design experiments.
With a broad range of designers and non-designers attending DRS2018 (DRS2018) in Limerick, we
suggest three themes (disruptions) as starting points for groups discussion. These themes are not to
be understood as hard-cut categories as they all intersect with each other at multiple levels. Rather,
each theme brings out a certain particular disruption of worldviews with fixed ideas of aesthetics.
These paths are as follows:
1. Disruption of capitalism
2. Disruption of the anthropocene
3. Disruption of technocentrism
The readers should note that this Conversation does not aim for the definition of a new design
aesthetics as the answer. Rather, the ‘shift’ in aesthetics is demonstrated by asking better questions
during this Conversation. Hence, this Conversation itself can be seen as an attempt to prototype the

way that we are able to come together and unpack the current deficiencies in design aesthetics by
asking better questions.
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The Conversation

2.1 How plans were put into action, including the ‘set-up’ of the space and roles
In the Conversation, each convenor had several roles, starting out with introducing the Conversation
topic and the structure for the session to the participants. A key part of this initial session was
providing inspiration for the following Conversation. Hence, product semantics was used as a
backdrop for discussing discussing the shifting perspective of aesthetics, and encourage
conversations inspired by Ranciérè’s notion of “the distribution of the sensible” (2013) as a starting
point, but not as its endpoint of a conversation. All convenors acted as conversational partners with
the participants, critically discussing the questions raised and summarising the discussion in the end.
The participants were divided into smaller groups of four to five people and matched with the
predefined themes. Each group discussed their given themes and used the materials supplied (a
large sheet of paper, pens, co-design materials) to visualise their conversation using a draw-as-youtalk protocol. During the thematic group discussions, the convenors critically engaged with the
groups.

Figure 2 Each group discusses a given theme helped by the convenors and the supplied materials.

Each group was asked to expand and visualise their conversation by writing/drawing a narrative
using the supplied materials and images. The images contained a wide variety of images of
designers, contemporary designs, man-made environments, and ecological phenomena. The
narrative was an opportunity for the team to communicate their conversation concisely. The format
for capturing the narrative was one-shot video done on a mobile phone (Interactive Institute, 2018).

The Conversation ended with a summative discussion on how we as a design community want to
articulate, develop and maintain a generative aesthetic-making practice that supports democratic
values. The initial idea had been to discuss the videos at the ending as well–however, during the
session, we ended up prioritising the face-to-face dialogues since the videos were very easy to share
at a later moment. Thus, to wrap things up, the convenors summarised the versions of aestheticmaking practices discussed and shared the videos with the participants.

2.2 What discussions, activities and experiences took place, including on the
Discussion forum, and at the associated Exhibition

Figure 3 Overview of the living documentation of participant’s conversation. The participant’s conversations were
supported by the canvas with provocative questions, co-design material and images

The format for the Conversation was kept intentionally open to every specialisation of design by
choosing broad themes. The somewhat abstract nature the theme was balanced by the
concreteness of examples provided as images. Additional materials given to the participants
included a canvas and co-design materials, which enabled note down, make, doodle, doddle, etc.,
along the conversation. The conversations in the peer groups started with introductions and
individual viewpoints and inevitably ended up as a collage of viewpoints that were captured through
the videos. The wrap-up of the conversations as short videos provided the participants with the
constraints to round off the discussions, even though a conversation can essentially go on much
longer. In these videos, we find the conversations documented as a diverse set of, perhaps
incommensurable, views on aesthetics–from metaphorical explanations of aesthetics to more
action-oriented ideas for design projects. The videos can be accessed through the links provided in
the appendix at the end of this article.

A concluding round-up of discussion summed up what the individual participants would take back to
their own work environments and projects, as well as how convenors planned to continue their
exploration of the Conversation question.
In general, the Conversation at DRS2018 was conducted as planned. However, we did some changes
in the way we introduced the session, which slightly affected the way the Conversation was
performed. One such change was that we decided not to present any given interpretation of the
three themes in the introduction, but rather join each group and expand on the themes through
examples often taken from the supplied images. Adjustments such as this one expose our struggle
with balancing a conversational format that opens up to several voices and interpretations and at
the same time works with limitations such as time, space and explaining the complexity of Ranciérè’s
philosophy (2013). It certainly put the spotlight on our roles, ethical responsibilities and the overall
aesthetical framework of the DRS2018 Conversation format.
Although our intention was to exhibit the videos at the conference, in line with the conference
format for Conversations, we had no access to large display screens or a projector at the conference
venue. So instead, we suggest that the shared videos become exemplars of the Conversation by us
and inspire the conference participants and others reading this paper to hold similar conversations
in their own work environments. We could for example imagine that such a conversation would be a
valuable opportunity to bring different designers/researchers together around a topic such a
conversation could be valuable to bring together different designers-researchers around a topic of
common concern or to address the shifts in aesthetics in a particular design specialisation. Such a
conversation could also be valuable for design education, where the students and teachers together
are able to the shift in aesthetics and its implications for teaching and learning.

Figure 4 Introduction of the Conversation by the three convenors of the session at Design Research Society conference being
conducted by all three convenors of the session

2.3 What outcomes or insights were produced?
Our experiences from our Conversation can summarized and communicated in different ways. From
analysing and discussing the outcome of the event, we will emphasize two major trajectories that we
experienced as the most outstanding in this context: the aesthetics of a conversation and insights
from having a Conversation about shifting perspectives of aesthetics.
First, having a shared conversation about aesthetics could be seen as revealing kinds of aesthetic of
a conversation. Already in the DRS2018 format for the conference and Conversations certain
elements are in place that frame the aesthetics of performed Conversations, such as who participate
at the conference, time limitations for the Conversation, limitation of participants in each session
and the premises for each Conversation. Within this framework we as convenors decided the
aesthetical format for the Conversation: introduction, dividing participant’s randomly in groups of
four or five, pre-decided themes, supplied images, design materials and a canvas with a circle with
provocative questions etcetera. But, perhaps, more importantly, our choice to charge the
Conversation with the notion of “the distribution of the sensible” (Ranciérè, 2013) in a way directed
the vocabulary and (initial) ways of interacting. The main reason was to trigger a discussion that
moved beyond the concrete (present) towards discussions about taken for granted
structures/orders for aesthetics. Hence the focus on what kind of questions we need to ask to
change, push or explore diverse aesthetical answers. We acknowledge that having conversations
about aesthetics might be a shared and contemporary concern to explore ways to push design
toward democratization, and dwell over who is involved in aesthetical matters and who are not,
what becomes perceivable/apparent and what remains hidden, depending on how we relate to
different orders.

Figure 5 Elements of aesthetics of a Conversation at DRS2018

Secondly, the main contribution of having a conversation about shifting perspectives of aesthetics
was to explore a shared vocabulary together inspired by Ranciere’s work on “the distribution of the
sensible” (2013). This vocabulary was able to shine a light on the knotty problem of addressing
aesthetics (beyond product semantics) amongst a diverse set of designers/researchers attending the
DRS2018 conference. During the workshop, it was clear that the participants had been grappling
with the notion of aesthetics in their own way. In this sense, the Conversation brought them
together, giving them a common framework to start discussing the practical-theoretical implications
of considering aesthetics beyond product semantics. The goal for this exercise was not to privilege
one definition of aesthetics (Ranciérè’s or anyone else’s), nor to invent a new definition. Rather it
was a way of rehearsing how we can talk about aesthetics that are grounded in democratic values
and which can lead us (designers/researchers) to re-examine our own disciplinary practices,
apparatuses and institutional structures. From our experiences during and after the Conversation we
acknowledge that this exercise was difficult for several of the participants, although highly valuable
and rewarding.

Figure 6 Snapshot of a conversation about shifting perspectives of aesthetics

Along the way we experienced a pedagogical challenge of framing an event that opens up ways to
talk about aesthetics in terms of democratic values etcetera. Already in the planning phase this was
a challenge for us and a matter of concern: On one hand, how to perform a session together without
ourselves representing a certain view or order, and on the other how to simultaneously manage the
format of a conversation with time-limitations and similar constraints? Between the three of us, we
had extensive discussions on how to orchestrate the Conversation, for example, asking ourselves
how inclusive and accessible we wanted to keep the format? How abstract or concrete the images
needed to be? What vocabulary to use? One example was how to start up the session, since we
acknowledged that while there is a certain irony, and yet perhaps also some benefit, in doing a
lecture-style introduction to get everyone on board (as opposed to distributing information out in

the groups), there is also an interesting irony in introducing inspirational images like we had
prepared. Are these actually opening up or shutting down discussion? Creating shared ground, or
imposing an ironic and perhaps even self-defeating taste regime? In some way, this all seems to be a
balancing act between some more pedagogical concerns (making the most out of a limited format)
versus the substance of our Conversation. That friction between form and content seems to speak
very much to what we are proposing, staying on this meta-level of the session being a prototype
etcetera.
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Critical reflections on the session

Our way of organising this Conversation addressed human-planetary politics (for example by using a
theme such as the anthropocene) and at the same time discussed the orders that hold the design
discipline in place (e.g. authority, authorship and the privilege of designers). No doubt, the
participants struggled to relate their own practice to this tension, which was perhaps the most
difficult yet rewarding part of the conversations. If we were host this Conversation again in the
future at a different venue or for a different audience, the arrangement would probably be anchored
more closely to the participants’ individual practices. However, for a venue like the DRS conference,
we found the Conversation format to be a good platform to rehearse ways in which we can address
some of the more abstract and complex problems that the design disciplines faces. A conversation,
after all, does not necessarily yield an answer but can provide inspiration or insight into your own
practice, as questions that stay with you long after the sessions ends. We believe that aesthetics, as
a core concept in designing, need to be brought back into conversation again and again within the
design research community, and this is what we have attempted in the most inclusive manner
possible. For future iterations it would be desirable to bring in other voices that have not been
represented in this discussion as of yet, by taking this Conversation to other locations and
communities that design.
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Appendix

Given below are links to videos summarising the discussion in each participant group:
https://youtu.be/bbyT9W-Dtsw,
https://youtu.be/kl2Ns7_RjLE,
https://youtu.be/zTFplJo5AnA,
https://youtu.be/d-3mmjafxos,
https://youtu.be/QJHMMsez3b4
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